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ABSTRACT

Two hypotheses were tested in an experiment on the
generalizability of McGuire's innoculation theory of attitude change:
that subjects would be less influenced by counterpersuasion in a
small group communication setting if an initial persuader ewloys a
two-sided refutational message than if he employs a one-si .1
message; and that subjects will be less influeunced by
counterpersuasion in a small group setting if an initial pei'suader
includes evidence in his message than if he does not. Th: .ndependent
variables in the study wer: messaca= sidedness, evidence,
counterparsuasion in a small groun setting, and source cred.=:lity.
The subjacts, 518 college students enrolled in a basic commu: . ation
course, were randomly assigned by class to the 16 experiments’
conditions, and then further randomly assigned within each class to
three discussion groups. Facnh discussion group in the
counterpersuasion condition was assignad a confederate to insur:z that
counterpersuasion would be introdiced in the small group setting.
Pretest attitudin'l questionnaires were administered, and both
immediate and delayed posttest measures of attitude change were
obtained after presentation of the pcersuasive me:sage. Results ol wune
study supported the first hypothesis, although for unclear reasons,
and did not support the second hypothesis. (SH)
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ABSTRACT
The Effects of Me=sage Sldodness and Evidence
on lnoculation Agalnst Counterpersuasion In Small Group Communication

James C. McCroskey, Thomas J. Young, and Michael D. Scott

The purpose of this study was to test the generallzablllty of previous
research concerning lnoculation agalnst counterpersuasion when ‘the counter-
persuasive Influence is oxerted In = smalt group communication context. Earlier
findings Kave Indlcated that use of a two-slded message which Includes refutation
of opposing positions or Including documented supporting material tends to
Inoculate recelvers agalinst counterpersuasion In a confrontation setting. It
was hypothesized that simllar effects would be obtalned when counterpersuasion was
introduced by confederates in a small groun communication setting.

Results of the study Indicated that use of a two-sided message resulted
In more attitude change atter counterpersuasion than dld use of & onc-sided message
and that the effect remained for at least three weeks. Effects for evidence
ware significent at only the .10 level, but In Yhe hypotheslized direction. Mes=
sage sidedness had no signiflicant etfect on percelved source credibiilty, In= ’
ciuston of evidence signlficantly Increased perceived source credlbility on the
author!tatliveness dimension.



The Effects of Message Sldedness and Evidence

on Inoculation Against Counterpersuasion In Small Group Communlcation
by
James C. McCroskey, Thomas J. Young, and Michael D. Scott

The major thrust of persuasion and attitude change research over the past
three decades has been in the area of Immediate effects of source, message, and
recelver varlables. Few researchers have Indicated a concern with or have tested
for the effects of these variables over time. As a result, we are open to the
charge that we are developing a "theory of Immedlate offects." The deve lopnient
of such a theory Is not necessarlly bad In Itself, In some cases Immediate effects
are the only Important effects. But, more commonly, sustalned eftfects are das!red.

The research reported and theory gencrated by McGulre and hls assoclates
has been the most signiflcant work in the area of sustalned effect.! This research
has demonstrated that refutation of arguments that are the same or simllar to
arguments to which a recelver wilil be exposed _later will reduce the Impact of the
counterpersuasion of the second communicator.2 When an Init+tal communicator,
therefore, Introduces and refutes arguments which a later communicator wili use,
the first communicator "inoculates” his recalvers agalnst subsequent persuasion.
It has been charged (by McGuire himself gs well as others) that McGulre's research
cannot be generalized to the real world.” The ratlonale behind this charge Is
That the toplcs used In the McGulire Investigations were always "cultural truisms."
These toplcs were employed so that, 1a McGulre's words, a "germ-free env!ronment"
could be created. Since the theory upon which this research was based was a
medical anatogy, tnoculation, such a germ=free envlironmeni was presumed to be
necessary.” McGulre correctly notes that discussing cuitural trulsms in a germ-
free onvironment is not typical of persuasion in the real world. While this
attack on Inoculation theory appears valld ii we look only at the research reported
by McGuire and hls assoclates, the valldlity of the charge evaporates If we cone
slder related research tizt has appeared under the heading of "message~sidedness."
Lumsdaine and Jants reported a study several ysars prior to the earliest work of
McGulre which .lusely paralleled the McGulre approach but did not use as the topic
a cultural +r.ism.0 They found that providing individuals with knowledge of
possible arguments prior to a message contalning those counterarguments was more
effective than only providing support for an issus and providing no knowledge of
possible counterarguments. Lumsdaine and Janis referred to their message which
included possible counterarguments as a "two-sidod" message and thelr message not

Including counterarguments as a "one-sided" message. In a more recent and unusually

well-controlled study, Koehler has also observed the superlority_of the two-sided
approach for an initial communicator in a confrontation setting. In the Koehler
study, the topic was a soclal Issue rather than a cultural trilem and the "™two-

sided" message was exactly equivalent to McGuire's "refutational-same" condition.

Considering these various studles togother, we may conclude that In a confron-
tation setting, one in which an initial communicater presents a message and at
some later time a counterpersuasder presents a confllicting message, an Initial



—Gommunlcator that omploys a two-sldad mossage that refutes potantlal countars
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arguments will provide resistence tn his recotvers to subssquent counterpersusston -

A second area of research that has consldered sustalined impact on attitude
change Is the area of evidence usage. In a serles of studles reported by
McCroskey, It was observed consistontly that Including evidence in a persuasive
messaqge tncreasgd tho amount of attitude charje sustalned over a perliod of three
to seven weeks. In none of these studles, however, was there any attempt elther
to control or manipulate the subjects' exposure to counterpersuasive attempts.

In a more recent study, McCroskey provided a direct test of the hypothesis that
subjects wili be less sftected by countorpersuasion from a second speaker 1f the
tlrst speaker's msssage contalns evidence than they will be If the flrst speaker's
message does not contaln ev&denco. The rasults of that study provided strong
support for the Hypothesls. = :

While both of these areas of research polnt to the development of a resistence
to counterpersuasion, such resistence has only bean testud when the counter=
persuasive Influence was @ formal speech or essay. In short, reslstence has been
found to be generated by two-slded message and messages Including evidence only In
a one-to-many context. No test of elther variabie In an Interpersonal context,
such as 2 small group discussion, has been reported. The present study, there-
fore, was designed to test the genorallzabllity of the previous resuits to the
small group, Interpersonal setting. The need foi the present study becomes
apparent when we consider that interporsonal or small group communication almost
always occurs after a person Is exposed to a speech or gssay that attacks pre-
viously held bellefs or attttudes. Such attacks normally create dissonance In
the mind of recelvers, and as Festinger has noted, !0 people will often seek
turther Information through communicating with thelr peers or others In order to
resolve thelr dissonance.

Hypotheses

The hypctheses tested in the preseni Investigation were as follows:
) SubjJects will be less influenced by counterpersuasion in a small
group communication setting If an initial persuader employs a two-sided,
refutational message than if he employs a one-sided message.
2) SubJects will be less influenced by counterpersuasion In a small group
setting i f an Inltlal persuader Includes evidence In his message than
[f he does noT.
Although several independent variables were considered In the present study, no
a priorl interaction hypotheses were tested.

Method

The three primary independent variables In this study were message sidedness
(a one-sided message or a two-sided, refutational message), evidence (Included
or not included), and counterpersuasion In a small group communication setting
(present or absent). Because source cred{bllity has been found to Interact with
message variables In a number of studles,!! source credibility (highly credible
or less credible) was Introduced Into the design as a control varlable. Thus,
the design of the study Included four Independent varlables, each with two levels.

The topic chosen for the experimental messages was "local control of educa-
tlon." The following procedure was employed in the development of the experimental
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16382408, The "twoeslded, -refutational message with avidonce" -was created $lrst. -
7 All meJor polnts In the message wore supportad with docimgnted maFerlal, Tnéluding

the refutation of the counterarguments which were Incluczed. The "One=slded message

with evidence' was created by omltting references to cuunt<rarguments and refuta-

tlon of those counterarguments, The "no evldence' cond!:ions were created by

anltting all cltations of sources from the avidence versions and generallzing

factual data (l.e. "56%" bocame "a majority").

The subjects were 518 collega students enrolled In a bastc communlication
course at |lllnols State Univarsity during the fall semester, (970, Subjects
wore available only In 32 Intact classes, The 32 classes were randomly asslgned
to the 16 experimenta. cond!ltlons, two sectlons 1o a condltlon. Subjects were
further randomly assligned within each class to throo discussion groups. Each of
the discussion groups tontained flve to seven subjects, depending upon class slze.
Each discussion group In the counterpersuasion condition was randomly asgligned one
of three confedorates.!2 The three confederates were graduate assistants In
the Department of Communication at llllnols S'ate Unlversity. All three had
extenslve experience at the undorgraduate level In academic debate. They were
charged with the rasponsiblilty of Insuring that counterpersuasion was Introduced
extensively In the small group discussions. A short tralning perlod for the
confedorates Included presenting them with speeches which took @ contrary position
to that of the experimental message. |n additlon, the confedorates were encouraged
to develop addttional arguments of thelr own, All of the confederates had been
graduated from undergraduate school during the previous spring or summer. Cone
sequently, It was easy for them to be accepted in the experimental classes as
regular students in the course. Thls was facllitated by conducting the experiment
during the second class sessicn, before the subjects were able to become famllliar
with who was or was not enrolled In the class.

SubJects werc not Informed of tho experimental nature of the project. Rather
they were led to belleve that It was a reaular course assignment. DOuring the
first class session, & twonty item Likert-type instrument was administered for
the alleged purpose of "determining an appropriate topic for our flrst small
group discusslon assignment." The instrument Included seven-step response scales
for twenty topics, one of which was the experimental toplic. Thls measure pro- -~
vided a pre-test of attitude on the toplc. Attitude towaird the foplic after
exposure to tho appropriate experimental condition was measured by six semantic
differential=type scales selectaed from a previcus factor analysls and found to be
rallable on the +opIc.'3 A deloyed post=test of attitude was obtalned on the
same six scales three weeks after the experiment. The scales for the delayed
post=-test measurement were Included with scales for six other topics. The alleged
reason for the delayed post=tost was to "get a betiloer measure of how students
feel about these *opics" so that "next term we wlil be able to determine what
toplics we should use for discussion In advance."

Source credibllity was measured on the au*horiza*iveness and ¢haracter
dimensions at the time of the immediate post=test. In addition, subjects were
asked to complete the following scales presonted in the semantic differential=type
format to determine their perceptlion of the message: clear-confused, well
supported=pooriy supported, biased=-objective, good delivery-poor dellvery, one
sided-two sided.

Except for the pre-test and delayed post=test measures of attlitude, each
exporimental condition was administered during a singlec class perlod. Studants




had boon Informed previocusly that thay would be ongaged In a small group

muntcation project during the ctass portod, They wora Informad that +tho
Instructor bellaved that the discusslion would bo fact|itatod by preaanflnq a
spooch on the toplc prior to tha discussion. This specch was supposed to

sorve as a "starting point for tha discussion. Aftor this orlontation, the
class Instructor played the appropriate tape=recorded message. Included at the
beginning of the tape was an introductlon of tho alloged source which surved

as the crediblllty manipulation.

SubJocts who were In the elght conditlons that were not to recelve counter=
porsuasion were asked to complete theo post=test Instruments Immediately following
the tape-recorded message. The aileged reason €or completion of the Instruments
was so that "we can get your roaction to this speech to see whethor or not we
want to use I+ In future classes." Subjects In the counterpersuasion conditions
dld not complete t.s Instrument at that time. Rather, they were assigned to
thelr discussion groups and participated In a discussion of from twenty to twenty-
five minutes In length. At the end of that time, the Instructor distribuied the
post=test packets to the subjects under the same cover as was employed for the
subjects In the no counterpersuasion condltions.

Analysls of the pre-test attitude data Indlcated:.no sighlflcant dtfferences
among the various oxperimental conditlons. Consequently, the attitude, crediblil=

Ity, and mossage porception data were subjected to foureclddsification analyses

of varlance. When signlficant Interactions were obtalned, t-tests were employed

to facllitate Interpretation of the results. Thoe .05 lovol was set for signifl-

canca on all tests. In oach analysls of variance the data unlts were mean

scores across discussion groups. Consequently, thore was ar n of six In each

conditfon. Since therse was an unequal number of subjects In discussion groups,

this procedure was deemed preferable to using as the unit of analysis each ‘
Individual'subjoct s response because the procedure selected avolded allowing

any single discusslon group to influence disproportionately the mean of any

oxperimental condition.

Results

A

The results of the analysls of varlance of the Immediate post-test attitude
measure Indicated two signlficant effects: mossago sldedness (F=5.29) and counter-
persuasion (F=22.17). Since the experimental messagss argued agalnst local coa=
trol of education, a lower score Indlicates greater attitude change having been
produced by a glven experimental condition. The two-sidod mossage condltlon
produced signiflcantly more attitude change (X=23.63) than tho one-slded message
(X=25.71). As was oxpected, subjects who were exposed to counterpersuasion were
fess Inclined to agree with the poslition of the experimental messago (X=26.80)
than were subjoects who were not exposed to countcrpersuasion (X=22.55).

Since there was no slignificant Interaction between messago-sidediess and
counterpersuasion (F=2.32), it would appear that these results indlicate that In
this investigation the two=~sided message produced more attitude change than did
the one~-sided message immodiately, and that counterpersuasion did not alter that
superiority of the two-sided message. However, an examlination of the raw means
ropresenting the sidedness by counterpersuasion interactlion indicates that,al-
though it was not significant, there was a tondency for the two-sided message to
have a stronger offect compared to the one-slded message in the ccunterpersuasion
condition than In the no counterpersuasion condition (D=2.39 to D=|,87),
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- The -eftects for the other-two ndepondent-variables were not slgnitlcant, ——
The mean score for subjects exposed to the evlidonce messages was 24.34 while =~ = =

thosae exposed to the no evidence messuages scored 2%.00., Subjects In the sup-
posadly hlighly credible source condition scorod 24,05 while those In what wes
presumed to be the less credible condltion scored 25.29. This absence of an
effect for source cradibliity, of course, suggests strong conflict with much
previous rescarch which has indlcated the Impact of a highly credible source

in persuasive communication. However, as we wil| note below, the reason for

t+hls lack of signlficant difterence Is that the credibllity inductlons apparently
were nol percelvad as intendad. Both sources were parcsived as highly credlible.

Analysis of the post-test mlinus delaysd post-test attltude change scores
ylelded only one significant F-ratlo, that for the counterpersuasion condition.
While those subjects exposed to counterpersuasion shifted a negliglble-.29,
those who had not been systematically exposed to counterpersuasion shifted -4.06.
Stnce the subjects who were In the no counterpersuasion condition engaged In
smal | group discussion after having completed the Immedliate post-test muasure, ‘thls
shi ft observed three wseks later may have actually occurred as a result of those
discussions. Whlle no counterpersuaslion was systematically Introduced Into those
discussions by the experimenter , It Is reasonable to assume that some counter-
persuasive efforts were oxerted spontancously. Another Interpretation of these
results could be that over the three week period all attitude change that had
bsen Initially produced was lost through regression and forqetting of the com-
munication event. Since the pre-test In thls study was on a dlfferent scale
than the post-test and the delayed post-test, however, It Is Impossible to de-
termine whether or not attitudes of the total group Involved In the experiment
wore more positive toward the message after the four-week period than they were
Inltially.

The absence of a signiflcant effect In this analysis for message-sidedness
suggests that the superlority of the two-sided message which was obtalned in the
immediate post-test was retalned over the three-week delay perlod. This result Is
conslstent with earller Investigations. The effect of the evidence varlable over
time has to be considered nonsignificant since the F-ratlo (F=3.19) did not
achleve the pre-established significance criterion, howsver,there was a marked
tendency In favor of the Inclusion of evidence. Over ‘the three week period, the
subjects who had been exposed to the evidence nmessages shifted .29 while the
subjects who had not been exposed to evidence shifted -1.13.

Anzlyses of ‘the data relating to source credibllity resulted In several sign-
iflcantly F-ratlos. Introduc*ion of counterpersuasion was found to significantly
atfect both author!itativeness (F=32,11) and charaster (F=5,12). The introduction
of counterpersuasion tended to roduce percelved cradbllity on both dimensions,
Subjects in the_no counterpersuasion condltions percelved the source to be more
author [tative (X=34.45) than did the subJects In the counterpersuasion condition
(X=31.35), Similarly, subjects In the no counterparsuasion condltion perceived
+he source to be of hligher character (X=28.62) than did the subjects In the
counterpersuasion condition (X=27.67). These differences can mont likely be at-
tributed to the fact that both the confederates and some of the subjects atrackeu
the oxperimental source as presenting Inaccurate or untrue Information.

Mgssage-sidedness was found to have no slanificant affect on el*ner author:
Itativeness (F=0.01) or character (F=C.03). In<lusion of evidence in the message
was found to significantly affect perceived authoritativeness (F=9.63). Subjects
exposed to The evidence condlitions percelved the source as mere credible (X=33.75)
than the subjects exposed to the messages not including evidence (X=32.05). No
signlflcant effect for evidence was observed on the character dimension (F=1.00).

N

,«‘.\



6 .

-Signitlcant dlfferances -which could be-attrlbuted to -the-inltiat-credidiitty -

Induction were observed on both the authoritat!veness (Fs=55.79) and character
(F=8.40) dimensions. Subjects exposed to tha allegedly highly credlible source
percelved the source to be both more author!tative (X=34,94) and of higher char-
acter (¥=28.75) than did the subjects exposed to the Induction dosigned to generate
low credibllity (X=30.85 for author!itativeness and X=27.53 for character). A
significant Initial credibiilty by counterpersuasion Interaction was also observed
on both the authoritativeness (F=4,79) and character (F=4.69) dimensions. An
examination of the means represented In thls Interaction (See Table |) Indlicated
that the primary causs of the significant Interaction on both dimenstons was the
derogation of the allegedly less credible source In the counterpersuasion condltlon,

While significant differences were observed that could be attributed to the
'nitlal credibllity Inductions, and significant Interactions between the cred-
ibltlity inductlions and the counterpersuasion varlable were observed, an examlnation
of the raw means Indlcated that the Inductlons were probably loss successful than
deslired. The potential range of scecres fur both dimensions of crediblllty was
from 6 (maximum low credibititv) to 42 (maximum high credbitity), with the pre-
sumad mid-point on the scale being 24. Both sources were percelved across all
conditions as above the mid~point on both dimenslons. Since there was no pre-test
of the credibility percelived from these Inductlons on the s'ibJects Involved in
this experiment and there was no control group employed (the Inductions had been
pre-~testad In a previous experiment and found to be successful | ), I+ cannot be
ascertalned how the experlirmental subjects tn this experiment Inltlally parcelved
the communication source. It 1s possible that the Inductions were percelved as
Intended originally but +the message employed, even In the presumably less potent
versions, was strong enough to increase credibility to the point where both the
highly credible and less credible sources were percolved at the end of the message
as moderate to highly credible. Such an effsct has been found with rhetoricallv
strong messages in previous research. |t Is equally likely, however, that +ie
conditions of the present experiment militated against a perception of low credi-
bility for any source. Since the project was administered under the cover of a
class assigmont and the instructor had presumably selected the spesech to be pro-
sented, the Iiklihood of sponsorship contamination was high. Such a gponsorshtp
has been observed to contaminate communication research in the pas?.’

Whatever the explanation for this effect might be, '+ ieg importent fo note
its implications for the Interpretation of the present results, Although credl-
bifity may not have been manlpulated successfully in the study, results of the
analyses indicate that it was sufficiently controlled in that no unusual or un-
Inrerpretable interactlion effects were obtalned. Nevertheless, the results of
this study should only be generallized to cases in which a message source Is moder-
ately to highly credible. Effects with a source who has low aredibility could
bs quite dlfferent.

Analyses of the data obtalned on the messane perception zz»lus resulted in
several significant differences, most of which were attributible to the counter-
persuasion condition. What iight bu referred to as "negative halo effect" ap-
peared to be present In the counterparsuasion condition. Subjects In the counter-
persuasion condition perceived the massage to be less clear (F=18.02), less well
supported (F=37.96), more biased (F=12.51), less well delivered (F=4.28), and
more one-slded (F=11.07). The evidencs messace was perceived to be more clear
(F=8.4!') and better supported (F=18,41) than the no evidence message. The two-
sided message was perceived as being more twec-siced (F=24.64) than the one-sided
message. These results suggest that the evidence and sidedness manipulations

ware perceived as intended.

%
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The results of the present study lerd support for the flrst hypothesls set
forth tn this Investigation. Subjects wure less Influenced by counterpersuasion
in a small group communication setting when the initial parsuader employed a two-
slded, refutational message than when he émployed a ovne-slded message. While the
results support the hypothesls, the results also provide a confusing plcture as
to the reason why the hypothesis was supported. Since on the Immedlate post-test
attitude measure both the subjects exposed 1o counterpersuasion and those not
exposed to counterpersuasion were more Influenced by the two-sided than *he one-
si ded message, and there was no significant Interaction between message~gidedness
and counterpersuasion, explalining these results In terms of lnocultion theory
seoms |nappropriate. A more parsimonious explanation would seem 1o be that the
two-s1ded message procduced more change iInitially and thus there was more change
left after countorpersuasion. |t should be noted that In the majorlity of pre-
vious Investigations a two~sided message has not been found to be more effective
Immediately than a one-slded message. however, In some cases results simllar to
those in the present Investigation have been found. Since the superlority o *he
two-s!dud message ovar the one-slded message was sustalned over the three wee
delay perivd, however, It is clear.that message-sidedness is a potent varlable in
the production of sustained attitude change, even 1f Inoculation theory ceniut
he used as a satisfactory explanation for the observed result.

Support for the second hypothesls of this Investigation did not meet the pre-
established significance criterion (.05). The resultswere In the predicted direct-
ion, and the differences would be considered significant If the .10 criterion were
employed. Nevertheless, on the basls of the present study the hypothesis that
subjects will be less Influenced by counterpersuasion In a small group communi-
catlon setting if an Initlal persuader Includes evidence In his message than If
he does not must be rejected. This Is not to say that the hypothesis is definlte=
ly Incorrect. Rather, It is only to say that no statistically significant support
for that hypothesis was obtained In the currsnt Investigation.

On the basls of the resuits of the current study, we may conclude that the
results of tha previous Investigations on message-sidedness may be generallzed
to counterpersuasion in a small group communicaticn setting. The use of a fwo-
sided, refutational message will result in more sustalinred attitude change in the
face of counterpersuasion In a small group setting than will the use of a one-
sided message. |t would appear from these results, however, that we may not
confldantly genaeralize the results of eariler research on the effects of evidunce
to counterpersuasion in a small group setting. While Including evidence in an
Initial message has been found in previous investigations to increase sustained
att!tude changs when the recelver is confronted by a subsequent counterpersuasive
influehce In the form of a speech or essay, inclusion of evidence by an initial
communicator when his rocalvers will be confronted by counterpersuasion in a small
group communlcation setting may have less value or no value at all,

While the current investigation was restricted to only two message variables,
use of evldence and message-sidedness, the results of the study have implications
for other message variables as wel!. Although previous research had Indicated
t+hat both inclusion ¢f evidence and use of a two-sided, refutational message en-
hanced sustained attitude change in the face of counterpersuasion, the present
nvestigation called into question the generalizabiilty of one of these variables,
inclusion of evidence, In the small group communication setting. It Is impossible
to estimate precisely what percentage of counterpersuasion occurs in this type of

9




setting. However, |t seems reasonsble to assume that an overwhelming majority

“doss. It further research faits to-demonstrate an-affect for-svidence -tn s

context, I+ would appoar that evidence may be an Incongsequert!a! message vartable.
I+ so, additional research on this vartabie would be a waste of valuable research
effort. A number of other message varlabies have been ohserved to have immed!ate
effects In persuaslon, such as fear appeals, opinlonated language, Ianquage In-
tansity, and message organization. Untll such varlables are tested for sustalned
effect on attitude change, and particularly In the face of counterpersuasion In

a small group setting, we cannot know whether these variables have any meaningful
Impact in persuasion and are thus worthy of our pedagogical and research efforts.
Research designed to answer these questions should recelve high priority consldera-

tion. | i
POST-TEST CRED{B!L!TY MEAN@?

Countarpersuasion : "~ No Counterpersuasion
Highly Credible "Less Cradible Highly Credible Less Credible

Sevttves . m

Authorltativeness 33,9%ac 28.71ab 35.893bc_ 33.00bc
Character 28.73d : 26.60def 28.77¢ _ ' 28.45f

. ABun: pue
- .-

Al —— "o

*¥Moans with same subscript differ significantly at the .05 level, two~
t+ailed test. The higher the mean, the higher the perceived credibitity,
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